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Editor's Note
As a Jew, I have long been concerned by some of the perspectives of an otherwise impressive student of civilizations, the
late British historian Arnold Toynbee. In his magisterial work A
Study of History, Toynbee declared the Jewish faith to be a "fossil" of the once important Syriac society. To him, the Jews as a
group constituted left-over relics of a civilization now extinct in
almost every other case.
Moreover, our God turned out, in Mr. Toynbee's view, to be
of a "well known barbaric type" and based on "primitive provincialism." As a ethnic group we were characterized by "ardent
fanaticism." Thus, those who founded the State of Israel undertook their "demonic effort to build a community" and in the
process learned to imitate their Nazi oppressors in a way, by persecuting the Palestinians. It was the political presence of large
number of Jews in New York that unduly influenced America to
support Israel, he claimed. And even English schoolboys didn't
escape his wrath, although he found the "Jewish ethos" to be less
conspicuous among those who lived in England and France than
in Eastern Europe.
On the other hand, Jews, through assimilation into such leading civilized populations as the British and French, could emerge
from our fossilized status, he implied. Moreover, he conceded,
the Jews in Europe have been a "penalized minority" and therefore not entirely responsible for their own fate.
Inevitably, one thinks of these observations when we Jews
undertake our own study of history in the diaspora. This summer,
there's a great example of that in an unlikely spot: Jewish history has come alive along the border of France, Germany, and
Switzerland. Thanks to a concerted effort organized by Jewish
leaders with the support of local and national governmental
authorities, the long-forgotten but once richly textured Jewish life
in the region lying along the Rhine River — now shared by
France, Germany, and Switzerland — is making an international
comeback. Perhaps we are not fossils but boomerangs, latter-day
Lazaruses.
To celebrate "Alsatian and Rhine Judaism" — long a crys-
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tallization of fossilized religion and culture which Mr. Toynbee
would probably have both understood and condemned — a total
of 130 Jewish-oriented events have been held in Alsace along all
three national sides of the Rhine River Valley borders.
"We are offering guided tours of dozens of synagogues,
cemeteries, ritual baths and museums this summer," says Mrs.
Claude Bloch, head of the Hirschler unit of B'nai B'rith, headquartered at Strasbourg, and wife of a strong supporter of the
International Society for the Comparative Study of Civilizations,
Georges Bloch.
"We have synagogues which are empty now throughout this
region. The doors have been slammed shut. And we are opening
them, so that all can see the rich Jewish cultural life that once
existed here."
The "open doors" of this summer have been in the works for
at least three years. In 1996, an inventory listing as many details
of Jewish history of the region as possible was begun. Next,
important religious and cultural sites were prepared to be opened
up to the public, a scholarly bibliography on the subject established, and an attempt mounted by the Tourist Agency for the BasRhin department (of which Strasbourg is the capital) to attract
Jews and others to walk through the years when Jewish life was
strong in the valley. Last summer, when the first 30 sites in
France and Germany were made available to tourists, an estimated 10,000 people participated.
"This summer we are hoping for even more attention to be
paid to the Jewish patrimony of our region, "says Mrs. Bloch.
Jews lived in Alsace from as early as the period of the Roman
conquest. But life there was never easy. One Pre-Hitler bottom
was hit when the Jews were accused of spreading the Black Death
in 1348 and 1349, and 2,000 were officially slaughtered in one
spot in Strasbourg on February 14, 1349. Overall, Jews were put
to death in some 30 Alsatian towns during the period.
As a result of the mayhem, most Jews fled from the large
cities of Alsace to hiding places in the rural areas.
By the time of the French Revolution, 50% of French Jewry
— then totaling roughly 40,000, according to experts — lived in
Alsace, and most of them were in the small towns. They were
indeed a people apart from the rest of society. For example, each
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time a Jew wished to visit the big city of Strasbourg, he or she had
to pay a fine and be shadowed by an official of the city. Two calls
upon a horn, played nightly, reminded city dwellers of the supposed treason of the Jews for causing the Black Death. Pogroms
broke out repeatedly over the years.
Granted citizenship and civil rights in 1791 by the Revolution
(the locals were greatly resistant to the granting of these rights,
however), the Jews of Alsace began to move back to the cities of
France. After the Holocaust, the deterioration in the rural areas
accelerated, as Jews returning to the region settled primarily in
the big cities.
Several years ago Jewish leaders began urging that this rich
cultural legacy not be allowed to disappear with no trace, like others of Toynbee's Syriac manifestations. Thus, the big push "For
The Discovery of Alsatian Judaism."
Scheduled events included the opening of two new Jewish
history museums (both in abandoned rural synagogues); curation
of photography (abandoned Jewish cemeteries) and art exhibits;
walking tours featuring Jewish Heritage destinations; lectures on
topics such as the "Riches of the Jewish Heritage in Alsace
Bossue" and on old rural synagogue architecture; concerts at the
Kippenheim synagogue of Germany, featuring a Franco Germany
Choir; day tours of rural synagogues, cemeteries, and mikves
(Jewish ritual baths); and a Franco-German bus tour of the Jewish
heritage of four towns, led by a German university which undertook it "to contribute to (the development of) a c o m m o n European
consciousness."
Another special feature: a series on Yiddish in Alsace. Held
in Strasbourg, there was a course for the intensive study of
Yiddish, conferences on such fascinating topics as "JudeoAlsatian or Western Yiddish," and theater offered in the Yiddish
language. I ' m not sure how Toynbee would have responded to
the resurrection of that language!
And among the interesting exhibitions is one entitled "From
the Banks of the Rhine to the Banks of the Mississippi: The Story
of the Jewish Families of Alsace W h o Emigrated To The United
States," with a lecture on August 23 by Mrs. Annie Bloch, a social
scientist.
The Alsatian Agency for Tourism of Bas-Rhin has produced
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beautiful multicolored maps, with the legend "Discovering
Alsatian Judaism: General Inventory of the Sites," showing the
various synagogues (including those still in use as well as those
being brought back for historical purposes), Jewish cemeteries,
mikvehs, and other spots of Jewish interest.
"Next year, we hope to develop signage for the project, to
obtain support for a center to house genealogical and other such
research projects, and even to create an entrance spot, "enthuses
Mrs. Bloch.
Her topper? "A sound and light show on the Synagogue of
Peace, in Strasbourg."
Given the popularity of the events and the dedication of the
leaders, it's quite likely both that the future will see further developments and that Mr. Toynbee's despised fossils will work even
harder to shed more light on this fascinating Syriac leftover. Mr.
Toynbee's social geology to the contrary notwithstanding, after
reflecting upon the often troubled history of the Jews of the Rhine
River Valley, I think that it's more like a phoenix rising from the
ashes.
Mandelieu,

France

Joseph Drew
Editor
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